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Using Solar Power to Pump Fresh Water for Livestock    
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With its combination of small farms, soils, and topography, it makes sense for Steuben County farmers to use pasture to feed their livestock.  But many farmers have found that providing livestock with fresh, clean water is often not that easy.  Even if water is available in remote areas, power often is not.    

Carl Albers, CCE-Steuben County, was aware of the difficulties farmers faced in providing their herds with an adequate water supply.  Through conversations with Roy Butler and Denis Oliver of Four Winds Renewable Energy, and Dick Winnett of the Sullivan Trail RC&D Council, Albers recognized that solar powered pumps provided a practical option for moving water in remote locations away from electric power lines.  With the help of a grant from the CCE Grants Program For Innovative Small Farm Education offered by Cornell’s Small Farms Program, Albers developed a proposal to construct a demonstration solar powered livestock watering system in Steuben County.   

Collaborators on the project included Roy Butler and Denis Oliver of Four Winds Renewable Energy, Dick Winnett and John Wildeman of the Sullivan Trail RC&D Council, David DuPont of USDA-NRCS in Bath, NY, and Kerri Bartlett from CCE-Steuben County. After an initial planning meeting with area farmers to see what they thought about the concept, this group of collaborators worked together to develop a demonstration solar powered livestock watering system on Windy Dale farm in Avoca, NY.  

Once the system was installed, a Small Farm Workshop was held on the farm of owner/operator Dick Bossard, who was intimately involved in the design and layout of the watering system.  Advertising in the Steuben County Agricultural News, local newspapers, and radio stations, attracted over thirty area farmers to the event. At the workshop, farmers were able to view the system and learn more about the use of renewable energy on small farms.

Farmers had many questions during the workshop about how the solar components work and what happens under cloudy conditions.  Roy Butler answered questions about the newly installed system, and explained what strategies could be used to overcome cloudy conditions.  Farmers attending the program were intrigued as they watched the helical pump fill a 1,100-gallon reserve tank that acts as a buffer during cloudy weather.  In addition, farmers got to see how a watering system can be designed to utilize gravity flow, with the ability to supply water to every paddock.  

 Lunch was provided to workshop participants at the farmstead.  Albers noted that “Lunch gave us a chance to have a nice exchange of ideas among participating farmers after the workshop.“

Several more solar-powered livestock watering systems are being planned for installation on other farms in Steuben County.  The Sullivan Trail RC&D Council, recently renamed as the Finger Lakes RC&D Council, has secured a grant from the NYS Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) that will provide cost-share funding to help with the construction of several of these systems.

Albers and his group were pleased with the results of their project. “The system is visible from a town road and will continue to be an informal teaching tool for years to come,” says Albers.  “It’s kind of neat to think that two solar panels, with a surface area about the size of a sheet and a half of plywood, supply enough energy to pump between 800 and 1,000 gallons of water a day – all the while doing so with no additional draw on the local power grid.”

Albers adds, “After the grazing season was over, Mr. Bossard said that the system had performed well except for the fact that he now has to come get the cows when it is time to milk them!”

For more information on solar livestock watering systems, call Carl Albers at Steuben County CCE, 607-776-9631, or email cwa1@cornell.edu. For information about other innovative small farm education projects funded by Cornell’s Small Farms Program, including complete project reports, visit www.smallfarms.cornell.edu. Click on “Cornell Small Farms Efforts”, then click on ”Grants Program.” 
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